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Before the Second Vatican Council, Edward Schillebeeckx O.P. (1914–2009) had begun to
reassess and the role and nature of eschatology as a discipline within Catholic theology. He began
to formulate an early theology of hope in the 1950s which he would later develop quite
extensively. His reflections during the Council on the famous draft of Gaudium et Spes, and on the
finished document reveal the urgency of rethinking the essential relationship between ‘church’ and
‘world’. This article examines the impact of Gaudium et Spes on Schillebeeckx’s work in two
aspects. First, the way that it helped to orient his eschatological thought towards an emphasis on
the ‘future’. The distance between the ‘already’ and the ‘not yet’, coupled with the essential place
of creation as the site of God’s salvific activity in history, began to push Schillebeeckx towards an
eschatological and primarily future-oriented understanding of Christian praxis and preaching.
Second, this article will examine the anthropology that Schillebeeckx reads from Gaudium et Spes
and the way in which a ‘new image’ of humanity, in light of a future-oriented eschatology,
contributed to his attempts to rethink the tension between ‘church’ and ‘world’.
The past few years have witnessed an increase in literature about the Flemish Dominican,
Edward Schillebeeckx (1914–2009), and his oeuvre.1 The resurgent interest in Schillebeeckx
includes both new research projects and the publication of his Collected Works in English.
Within this renewed reception, however, relatively little attention has been paid to aspects of
Schillebeeckx’s work concerning eschatology and the role of the Second Vatican Council.2
Steven M. Rodenborn’s book, Hope in Action, stands out as a notable exception (in terms of
eschatology), by comparing the development of Schillebeeckx’s post-conciliar eschatology with
that of Johann Baptist Metz. Rodenborn sees Schillebeeckx’s eschatological reflections as a
response to secularism, which is certainly part of the story. Unfortunately, Rodenborn neglects
the changes that eschatology as a theological discourse underwent prior to the post-conciliar
era, and Vatican II is conspicuously absent from his analysis of both Metz and Schillebeeckx.
This article will examine specifically the impact of the Pastoral Constitution on the Church in
the Modern World, Gaudium et Spes (GS), on Schillebeeckx’s thought. Schillebeeckx was
active and influential at the Council,3 and later he utilized many elements from the Council in
his work, for example, the discussion of Lumen Gentium in contrast with Mystici Corporis in
his Church: The Human Story of God.4 I will argue here that the Pastoral Constitution was
uniquely formative for Schillebeeckx with regard to his eschatology and the critical strides he
made in dialogue with contemporary philosophy in the late 1960s. Ultimately, the shift in his
work began prior to Vatican II, but it was in coming to terms with the results of the Council that
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Schillebeeckx changed his understanding of anthropology in light of a renewed eschatology.
Both these aspects are equally tied up with Christology and the contemporary understanding of
God.
Schillebeeckx’s turn to hermeneutics and critical theory helped set the stage for his
Christology as an epistemological Grundlegung, although it was not originally meant to do so.
It was not just an appropriation of historical-critical research that grounded his first two ground-
breaking Christological volumes, but an essential concern with the contemporary understanding
of tradition and a productive critique of elements of that tradition that pushed him to look for
the historical and kerygmatic roots of Christian experience. These points are, however, still
linked with what occurred at Vatican II. Under the influence of the Council in general, and the
Pastoral Constitution in particular, the pace of his work accelerated considerably, though its
direction was somewhat altered. I will proceed by looking first at the state of pre-conciliar
eschatology, including the development of a theology of hope in the 1950s. I will then turn to
Schillebeeckx’s assessment of Schema XIII, the controversial draft of Gaudium et Spes. Third,
this article will analyze the eschatological and anthropological insights that resulted from
Schillebeeckx’s post-conciliar interpretation of the Pastoral Constitution, especially the ‘new
image of humanity’ that shaped his later thought. Finally, I will offer some reflections on the
relevance of Schillebeeckx’s reading of the Pastoral Constitution for the contemporary context.
In particular, his emphasis on the future horizon for Christian eschatology and theological
anthropology will be brought into sharper focus.
1. TOWARDS A PRECONCILIAR THEOLOGY OF HOPE
The Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World is not, at least at first glance,
automatically related to ‘eschatology’. Its four chapters deal with the intrinsic dignity of the
human person, the social dimension of humanity, human activity in the world, and the role of
the church within the modern world. Both the preface and the introduction make it clear, how-
ever, that the main concern of the document is the salvation of humanity as the content of the
gospel message, and that this message is directed to all people, not just those ‘who call on
the name of Christ’ (2). There is also clarity on the issue of salvation in another respect: ‘It is
the human person that is to be saved, human society is to be renewed . . . each individual human
person in her or his totality, body and soul, heart and conscience, mind and will’ (3). By identi-
fying salvation as the goal for all of humanity in its individual and social aspects, as well as its
bodily and spiritual dimensions, Gaudium et Spes leaves behind an older form of neo-Scholastic
eschatology. Through addressing the question of human hope (such that even secular humanity
hopes for a better life) and the mysteries of suffering and death as a real human reality, the
church is here moving away from what ‘eschatology’ had become by the late 1950s, once
described by Protestant theologian J€urgen Moltmann as ‘a loosely attached appendix that wan-
dered off into obscure irrelevancies’.5 In the Dutch-language literature of the era, and the cli-
mate familiar to Schillebeeckx, eschatology, as an independent topic, is grouped under the
heading of ‘de leer van de uitersten’, the ‘teaching on the last things’, or ‘limits’. ‘Uitersten’ is
a word that is akin to ‘extremities’, ‘last’ or ‘ultimate things’,6 and is a traditional (Dutch) for-
mulation of the different extremities of being in a way that could be construed as relating to the
Greek eschata, ‘last things’; this sense also includes that of the beginning and end.
The third volume of the Dutch-language theological dictionary, Theologisch woordenboek,
published in 1958 includes an article on this topic by Schillebeeckx’s fellow Dominican, I.W.
Dreissen. Dreissen notes that ‘de uitersten’, which means ‘eschatology’, traditionally ‘has to do
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with death and the subsequent special judgment that follows, and then with the states in which
the soul of the human being will be [after death], and concluding with the end of the world, the
general resurrection and the last judgment.’7 Dreissen goes on to say that there is very little
explicitly written in the bible about these topics (i.e. the nature of hell, the existence of purga-
tory, the existence of an intermediate state for souls in heaven, etc.), and what is there comes
from theological, prophetic, apocalyptic, and folkloric elements of an ancient worldview that
we no longer share.8 Therefore, eschatology has been the realm of both a long process of devel-
opment and a great deal of speculation in matters such as the details of ‘hell fire’, and if it
should be understood as actual fire or ‘a suggestive image for a psychological pain in a solely
spiritual sense’.9 This article is, in fact, already an improvement on the manualist theology of
only a few years previous, since Dreissen takes care to postulate a contemporary meaning for
the different topics that he addresses, but it remains abstract and more or less divorced from the
everyday concerns of the faithful, especially since the traditional focus of the teachings in this
regard had to do primarily with the individual salvation of the soul, and not with the life of the
community.
Despite following the accepted topics on eschatology in his courses at the Dominican study
house in Leuven, Schillebeeckx was already developing a specifically Catholic theology of
hope in 1956, where he identified two tendencies for this ‘hope’-eschatology. His 1956 essay,
‘De hoop kernprobleem der christelijke confessies’, is important because it shows that
Schillebeeckx was engaged with ‘hope’ as an important theological concept well before it
became a general topic of theological and philosophical discourse in the 1960s.10
Schillebeeckx’s article is an analysis of the World Council of Churches’ statement,
‘L’esperance chretienne dans le monde d’aujourd’hui’, issued at the 1954 meeting of the World
Council of Churches in Evanston, Illinois. Schillebeeckx notes the biblical direction of the docu-
ment in its treatment of the Rule of God,11 as well as the relation of the Christian hope for the
Parousia to the various humanist efforts at renewing the world in the present time.12 He detects
a tension between a ‘pure eschatologisme’, especially espoused by the European groups wherein
there is no relation between earthly efforts and Christian hope, and an ‘incarnational tendency’,
which reverses that dynamic. There is a clear preference for socially oriented action towards
renewing the world, and a well-worked out understanding of the incarnational aspect of
Christian hope as part and parcel of human life in the world. In fact, hope for the coming of
Jesus also finds its basis in the ‘rediscovery’ of human historicity, specifically the history of sal-
vation as a still-unfolding reality.
These two tendencies are the same ones that Schillebeeckx outlined in an earlier entry for
Theologisch woordenboek, but here he is able to work out their application and influence more
thoroughly.13 The central object of Christian hope, for the incarnational tendency (predominant
in America at the time), is the Rule of God as it is present in the world now, and not merely an
anticipation of the end of history.14 Schillebeeckx concludes, however, ‘one can hardly claim
that, according to Evanston, there is a stimulus for Christian hope in the this-worldly commit-
ment’.15 The concessions made to the Adventists allowed the Evanston Congress to steer closer
to the ‘eschatological’ pole of the discussion, rather than the more incarnational end of things.16
Even so, Schillebeeckx sees clear progress in the ecumenical movement, and a turn away from
the more ‘individualistically conceived’ picture of salvation that focuses on the soul and its per-
sonal relation to God at the moment of death, and towards a social-communal vision of the Rule
of God that must be worked for together and in the present world.17 This moves him into a dis-
cussion of the Catholic eschatological vision, and theology of hope, to which it is intrinsically
related. Here, he begins to advance his own view. Schillebeeckx remarks that a ‘theology of
hope’ is not worked out in the theological manuals that made up the core of official theological
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education at the time.18 It is, however, increasingly discussed in a diverse group of Catholic
publications (both in French and Dutch).19 He remarks that in previous generations the question
of hope was treated in a very analytical manner, and along the lines of Scholastic polemics.
Modern biblical scholarship helped to raise ‘hope’ in theologians’ esteem, as the immanent
expectation of the Parousia was a central aspect of the early Christian communities and their
faith, which is still reflected in the creed (‘Et exspecto resurrectionem mortuorum et vitam ven-
turi saeculi’).20 The hope for the coming of Jesus also finds its basis in the ‘rediscovery’ of
human historicity, specifically the history of salvation as a still-unfolding reality. This has impli-
cations for the way that dogmas are interpreted, since they exist within a constantly evolving
framework rather than a set of preexistent, eternally unchanged (and unchangeable) proposi-
tions. It also means that the Rule of God cannot be seen purely as an extrinsic, other-worldly
‘place’ or state of being after time. An early articulation of Schillebeeckx’s later interest in the
relation between theory and praxis is given in terms of Christian hope: ‘But this hopeful final
vision therefore stimulates our actual devotion, also in relation to the up-building of a Christian
culture which also hopes in its transcendent final realization.’21 In 1961, after Schillebeeckx
took up his professorship in Nijmegen, he began to teach a course entitled ‘Christology in an
Eschatological Perspective’.22 The resulting lectures were more biblically based, but they also
integrated contemporary philosophical anthropology partly derived from existentialism.23
Above all, the change in anthropology that Schillebeeckx initiates here is important for how he
will read Schema XIII and Gaudium et Spes, while also laying the groundwork for many of his
later insights.
2. ECCLESIAL ATTITUDES ON ‘CHURCH’ AND ‘WORLD’: UNITY OF CREATION
AND SALVATION IN GAUDIUM ET SPES
In an article from September 1964, Schillebeeckx directly addressed the meaning of ‘Schema
XIII’.24 The article does not mince words, but declares that ‘the secular meaning of the Second
Vatican Council stands or falls on the outcome of Schema 13 [sic]’.25 The English version of
this article often replaces ‘Schema XIII’ with some variation on ‘the church’s social teaching’,26
which does not necessarily change much of the intent of the text, but it does remove it from its
historical context as a text produced in support of a crucial Council document, at a time when
its fate was still uncertain. Schillebeeckx exhorts his readers not to accept an easy dualism
between the ‘church’ and the ‘world’, and not to slip back into a ghettoized mentality where the
church treats the ‘world’ as something unholy and entirely separate.27 Schillebeeckx’s reasoning
on this point is essentially Christological, and likely part and parcel of his turn towards
Christology in general—something already evident in the new title of his eschatology course
from 1961. It is the hypostatic union itself that is the model for the church, since this doctrine
‘teaches us that the whole of the history of mankind [sic] is contained in the love of God.’28 The
being-human of Jesus historically objectifies God’s love for humanity and validates history as
such. The very substance of Christianity is not a reality apart from everyday life, but it is God’s
acceptance of all human history through grace. This does not allow us to conceive of the world
as something static, like an unchanging or fixed divine order, but as something autonomous,
working under its own power, and most importantly, given to humanity in order to humanize
it.29 Nature and history are meaningful on their own, that is, apart from the structures of the
church, but that does not make them unrelated to the church as such. The reason that they are
meaningful in and for themselves is because both history and nature are also created and ful-
filled by God.30
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Schillebeeckx is wary of any creeping dualism, and he refuses to identify the church with the
Rule of God, especially when recent centuries have shown that much of the commitment to
humanization and social progress has come either from outside or alongside the church. It is not
only the church that has engaged in these tasks, and the world qua world has its own legitimacy.
The church should not seek to sacralize the world, that is, to try and make it a part of the internal
reality of the visible church, but to help sanctify the world. Schema XIII has something to say to
the world, namely it brings the religious and ethical principles of revelation, but it also recog-
nizes the need to listen to what the secular reality has to say. As Schillebeeckx says:
A church in monologue with herself is not a partner. If she does not listen to the world, she
will disregard as much human knowledge, influenced by anonymous grace, as there are peo-
ple outside her institutional boundaries or outside the hierarchy.31
In fact, this has been the problem, and particularly the problem of identifying ‘the church’ with
‘the hierarchy’ or merely the sacral and cultic ritual functions of the institutional church. He
therefore proposes to do away with the old distinction between nature and supernature as a start-
ing point for the discussion.32 The starting point for Christian engagement must be the lived
experience of lay Christians whose everyday lives are caught up in the world and who are trying
to formulate a way of living out their religious faith. Only by approaching the problem from the
aspect of ‘lived experience’ can the church both affirm its relative separation from the world
(separata a mundo), and the secular holiness of the world, or apostolic secularity, which is
nevertheless nourished by the church’s sacramental life.33 Schillebeeckx cautions against stress-
ing the ‘transcendence of grace at the expense of its immanence,’ since this is ‘always a depreci-
ation of transcendence, or at least a one-sided limitation of this immanence to the sacral,
set-aside forms of grace within the church.’34 The world is not just a ‘springboard to higher
spheres’ where God is praised and virtue is perfectly practiced, but is itself a locus theologi-
cus.35 Hence, Schillebeeckx can say that the world and its history are not and ought not be ‘sac-
ralized [gesacraliseerd], because [the world] retains its specific character, but it is made holy
[geheiligd], and therefore included in the absolute and gratuitous presence of the Mystery.’36
The articulation of this idea came largely from Schillebeeckx’s teacher and one of the main
influences on Schema XIII, Marie-Dominique Chenu.37 According to Chenu, the reality of
Christianity is constituted by the witness of faith and lived experiences in history. The witness
of faith and the experiences of the faithful are not entirely determined from the normative defini-
tions of the past tradition.38 The latter option assumes the absolute character of the past and past
tradition, while the former gives a dynamic quality to the present and the future; God’s ‘novum’
can intrude upon the present, saving, elevating, and validating but never abnegating, the already
present human meaning within history.
Schillebeeckx insists on retaining the secular meaning of history for Christological and incar-
national reasons: the hypostatic union is the model for the church’s relation to the world and the
validation of human history as a part of creation and a recipient of grace. Connected to that,
however, is the eschatological perspective. The task to humanize the world is a distinctly
Christian one, but it is not something exclusive to Christians, and it is only in the light of God’s
grace that ‘the deepest final meaning and value of these activities’ are illuminated.39 The even-
tual consummation of the world is gratuitous and transcends all attempts to build it, bring it
about, or envision it, which should not cause Christians to withdraw from the world, but pre-
cisely on the incarnational model, their commitment must be even more radical.40 Schema XIII
must show that the church understands itself as an eschatological community of salvation
because the gift of grace is available pneumatologically here and now, and does not wait for
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that final consummation. Schillebeeckx wants the consideration and debate around Schema XIII
to follow the course set by Dei Verbum:
. . . just as there is a development of dogma in the church’s tradition, so too can the church’s
attitude towards the world evolve recognisably in the course of history. The church does not,
after all, perceive all the implications of redemption from the very beginning.41
The fact that the church does not and cannot predict outcomes ahead of time makes eschatologi-
cal hope of paramount importance, and it allows for an essentially realized eschatology to take
hold in the church as a part of the world, and as a community within the world committed to the
humanization of the world.
These considerations show the importance that Schillebeeckx attached to Schema XIII, and
would later attach to the Pastoral Constitution. His eschatological imagination continued to
grow in the months and years after the closing session of the Council. In 1966, Schillebeeckx
gave a speech at an international conference of theologians on the theology of Vatican II in
Rome on the church as ‘sacrament of the world’.42 Schillebeeckx has eschatology clearly in
mind when commenting on both the documents and legacy of the Council. The church as the
‘sacrament of the world’ is not an automatic concept or identification, especially within the
older neo-Scholastic frame of thought. First, this concept presupposes that ‘church’ and ‘world’
are not separate from one another, but that there is some kind of deep, ontological relationship
between the two that involves the activity of God. God’s activity is implied in two ways. First,
God acts as creator. Creation is the precondition for any sacramental relation between ‘church’
and ‘world’, since it places God’s activity at the beginning—the connection is intrinsic. Second,
God is Salvator. God actively wills the universal salvation of creation, and the church is an
effective sign of that salvation. Citing the Pastoral Constitution (GS 45), Schillebeeckx begins
by trying to explicate how the church can, in fact, be such a sign. The Constitution does not
oppose the church to non-Christian religions as ‘a religion and a non-religion, but a relationship
between a fullness and something that simply does not possess this fullness.’43 The essential
problem is how to conceive of the church as both necessary for salvation, and not in exclusive
possession of salvation. He perceives a tension in the documents of Vatican II on this point,
since those who are in fact outside the church are acknowledged as frequently sharing in God’s
salvation (e.g. Lumen Gentium 2.16; Nostra Aetate 2–4; Dignitatis Humanae 14). As the sacra-
ment of the world, the church makes this into a dialectical tension, not just a binary opposition.
The church is the visible appearance of God’s work in the world as an effective sign—it does
what it signifies, and signifies what it does primarily through its sacramental and liturgical life.
The church acts prophetically, engendering ‘spes mundi, hope for the whole world.’44 This does
not mean, however, that Schillebeeckx retreats into the ‘perfect society’ ecclesiology of the pre-
vious era. Rather, using the language of the Council and drawing quite explicitly on the inspira-
tion of John XXIII, he refers to the church’s task as ‘ceaselessly renewing and purifying itself
under the guidance of the Holy Spirit (GS 21).’ In Schillebeeckx’s words, the church is ‘sancti-
fied and yet failing’ precisely because salvation and holiness that can be accessed through the
church has its origin in Christ, and not in the church as an institution.45
As a sacrament, the church retains that sacramental character of elusiveness and evanescence.
Its meaning cannot be pinned down or exhaustively defined, and its historical character means
that there is no perfectly fixed position from which the whole of its meaning can be gasped. The
result is that even in the relation of the church to the world as that of ‘a fullness’ to ‘something
that simply does not possess this fullness’, there is room to say that the church itself is not fully
or perfectly in possession of that fullness. The fullness of truth, and salvation, is present within
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the church only eschatologically, that is, in the manner of a sacrament—visible at some
moments, and obscured at other moments, especially if we consider that grace itself is some-
thing that can be accepted or denied, even by the members of the church or whole structures
that make up essential organs of the church. It is therefore within an eschatological framework
that Schillebeeckx is able to correctly call the church the ‘sacrament of the world’, and it is in
this way that he begins to move outward towards the world in his theology. While ‘Church and
World’ was certainly concerned with both aspects of its title, it was still clearly coming from a
standpoint within the hierarchical church—Schillebeeckx is a Catholic priest, speaking to the
world about salvation and the source of that task.
3. DECISIVE COMMENTARY AND THE ‘NEW IMAGE OF HUMANITY’
Schillebeeckx’s most important commentary on Gaudium et Spes, ‘Christian Faith and Man’s
Expectation for the Future on Earth’46 from 1967 also followed closely on the heels of the
Council’s closure and in the midst of Schillebeeckx’s other attempts to properly appropriate the
fruits of the Council. Some of his efforts were directed at ‘scanning the signs of the times’ in
contemporary philosophy, especially hermeneutics and critical theory. According to
Schillebeeckx, one of the main reasons for the failure of previous drafts of the Schema was an
inadequate view of anthropology. Humanity’s social, historical, and ecological situatedness
were not included, and the overall picture of ‘Christian anthropology’ was old-fashioned and
individualistic.47 The first draft ‘threw no light whatever on the relationship between man’s [sic]
expectations for the future on earth and the christian [sic] expectation for the future.’48 Even the
immediate predecessor to the final working draft ‘remained basically medieval and Augustinian
in its inspiration—the “world” seemed in it to be no more than an opportunity for christians
[sic] to practise charity.’49 Schillebeeckx had already complained in ‘Church and World’ about
a ‘certain Augustinianism,’ that was apt to reinforce the perceived dualism between ‘church’
and ‘world’, and this was a trend that needed to be resisted, especially by retrieving authors like
Thomas Aquinas and Albert the Great who had a more nuanced understanding of the role of
humanity in the natural world and the meaning of ‘second causes’.50 Such an Augustinian pessi-
mism towards the world must not be allowed to dominate; although Schillebeeckx also does not
say it should be discarded, merely that an affirmation of ‘apostolic secularity’ is needed, and not
a flight from the world that does not take human history seriously. The world cannot be con-
ceived of as merely an opportunity for Christians to do good for those who have no concept of
virtue; it is the place where human life occurs, including the lives of the Christian faithful.51
It is in this context that Schillebeeckx lays out the two basic tasks of the Pastoral
Constitution: an essential Christian anthropology and the relation between the church and the
world. Clearly, Schillebeeckx has already been concerned with the ‘church and world’ problem
for quite some time, and has even been one of the main protagonists of this debate within the
church. His anthropological approach is something that will mark his thinking for the rest of his
career. We have already seen that human experience is the primary way of accessing Christian
tradition in the present, and that means that if our view of the world has changed, then our
understanding of the human person must also have changed. This calls for a renewed anthropol-
ogy, which Schillebeeckx believes that Gaudium et Spes provides, but in a qualified manner.
The Pastoral Constitution declares that it is God who reveals humanity to itself through God’s
self-revelation of Godself as love (GS 22, 38, 40, 41). This leads Schillebeeckx to perhaps his
most important foundational insight: all theological statements about God are simultaneously
also statements about humanity.52 He continues to draw on section 41 of the Constitution, which
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proclaims that God is both creator and savior, and that these functions cannot be separated.53 It
also declares that it is God who is the absolute, final destiny of humanity (GS 41).
The reciprocal relationship between God and humanity is revelatory—revelation about God
is also a revelation about humanity—but it is based on the Incarnation and the sanctification of
human history by Jesus’ becoming a part of it. For Schillebeeckx, this gives humanity, as ‘the
image of God’, the task to humanize the world through human control of nature, and through
just social and political relationships, which are also an intrinsic part of being human.54 The
social aspect changes according to the context however, as does the human relationship to
nature. Technological advancement is one part of that equation, but the other part is simply how
we see nature: is it a divine order, unchangeable in its substance and structure? Or is it some-
thing with intrinsic dignity that must still be molded in some ways to make human life more liv-
able? Those are different attitudes that depend, to a large extent on how it is that we see
ourselves as human beings. In other words, the process of becoming who we are requires a
reflexive anthropology, and this is something that has changed in the past and will continue to
change. Gaudium et Spes regards ‘the world’ as a humanized world, but nevertheless, no one
anthropology is perfectly normative, and therefore the Pastoral Constitution does not, in contrast
with earlier drafts, give a ‘fully elaborated anthropology.’55
Whatever humanity is and is to be, it is included in the mystery of God thanks to the
Incarnation and Creation, both of which are functions of God’s salvific Word. In history,
humanity discovers itself through self-understanding and self-disclosure within being, and this
is a process that occurs in each new context.56 ‘Anthropology’ can only be cobbled together
from experiences of the world. Even revelation does not give us a concrete anthropology.57
Certainly the bible gives us several, but no one picture of humanity is normative, since as a his-
torical document, the bible was written over the course of many ages and within many different
social, economic, and temporal contexts. Similarly, Hebrew and Greek cosmologies changed
and intermingled over time, giving no perfectly clear picture of a biblical ‘natural philosophy’.58
Anthropology is both reflective and performative. Instead of a ready-made anthropology, revela-
tion sets us within the ‘call-answer’ structure of creation as a dialogue between God and human-
ity. Certainly, this has similarities with Moltmann’s theology of hope, and the ‘promise’ of God
to Israel that calls the people of God into the future.59 Schillebeeckx had already begun to think
of revelation as dialogical, however, in 1962, saying that the ‘historical manifestation of the
Christ-mystery is therefore the fruit of a dialogue, of an action and reaction between God and
humanity.’60 Revelation says something to humanity about the mystery of the salvation-creation
complex, and calls humanity to enter more deeply into these mysteries through the encounter
with the other in our concrete lives.61 Schillebeeckx gives the impression that humanity’s under-
standing of itself is ‘increasing’, which may have been true within that specific milieu, and
alongside the post-war acceleration of economies and scientific knowledge.62 There is, however,
no constant increase throughout history, as if more history were equal to greater notional clarity
about what the ‘humanum’ is, even if this seems to be very close to the kind of increase in
notional clarity about God espoused in Dei Verbum 8. Each new datum or shift in our cosmol-
ogy implies an obstacle for how we understand ourselves. This may also constitute a real insight
as well, and an answer to a contemporary difficulty with our own self-understanding, but it will
always first register as a moment of non-recognition—a gap between traditional knowledge and
images, and what has been presented. What this tells us is that humanity is not static and our
self-understanding must not be perfectly fixed and motionless.63
We can see that Schillebeeckx is also not giving a specific anthropology, but he is essentially
working with a rudimentary set of ‘anthropological constants’, such as the social character of
human beings, the essential historicity of the human person, and the environmental and natural
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existence of humanity. These will be expanded in the 1970s,64 but we can see them already
beginning to emerge at this point in response to the question about humanity posed by the
Pastoral Constitution. The question began with theological statements about God who is the
final destiny, that is, the future, of humanity, and which leads us to the question of what human-
ity is as a historical being in the world. This question must then bring us back to the return of all
creation to God through the humanization/divinization of the world by human action and divine
grace. Schillebeeckx wants to guard against ‘false optimism’,65 or overconfidence in human
abilities. All efforts at humanizing the world are impaired by sin, which lies at the root of social
injustice.66 The commitment of Christians to the humanization of the world, something
demanded by Gaudium et Spes (34–35), is, as with all the efforts of humanity, also crippled by
sin to the point where our dominance over nature becomes dangerous.67 One of the duties of the
church as a force for humanization and salvation is to remind humanity of its sinfulness and
inability to complete the change that is sought in the world.
‘The world’ is, as a concept, considered in relation to the fourth chapter of the Constitution,
which attempts to overcome the older dualism. The Constitution regards the world as both ‘the
community of all people who are not explicitly members of the church and as the sphere of life
and activity of all those who are explicitly members of the church.’68 It is the life-world of
everyday experience, of which the church is also a living part, and through its particularity
achieves some degree of separation from the larger whole—not as merely one community
among others, although it is that as well, but as a sacramental community that makes the salvific
presence of God present in an eschatological manner. The movement towards this ‘sacrament of
the world’ ecclesiology, which goes hand-in-hand with the recovery of the ‘people of God’
ecclesiology at Vatican II, places the church in a reciprocal relationship with the world—both
sides have room to speak to, exhort, aid, critique, and praise the other.69 Mutual cooperation is
no longer a last resort, but the condition of possibility for the church’s existence at all. Without
the gathered community of historical people whose lives make up the ‘world’, no ‘church’ can
be conceived of as a possibility. The historicity of the church as a subject must also not to be
forgotten. Even if it was present as a sign in the history of Israel and the salvific and creative
work of God, the factual presence of the church is a historical, contingent manifestation of a
community of believers who came together after the resurrection. As a sacrament, however, the
church also transcends its historical character by being taken up into the eternity of God’s sal-
vific activity. Even so, this is an eschatological relationship that always returns to the contingent
and finite. Sacraments are focused on the future because of their eschatological character.70
They are not fully present when they are performed because they enact the salvation that we do
not yet have full access to in history. The church is the sacrament of the world, and as such a
sign of salvation in and for the world (GS 42).71
CONCLUSION
Schillebeeckx’s reading of Gaudium et Spes is a fundamental reorientation of the church’s focus
on the past (exemplified by a dualistic anthropology, an extrinsic view of grace, and the ‘perfect
society’ ecclesiology) towards a focus on the future. The church as sacrament has the future
consummation of human salvation as its goal. The world is likewise oriented towards the
future—from the Christian perspective, God’s universal salvific will is the agent of this move-
ment towards the eschaton when God will be all in all (1 Cor 15:28); a new heaven and new
earth. From another perspective, the drive towards the humanization of the world also has its
goal in the future, even if this utopian future never arrives. When human activity aims to make
ESCHATOLOGY AND THEOLOGY OF HOPE 9
the world a better place for others, then it acts in accordance with this goal, which is not to say
that the church automatically has the same aims as social and political movements, only that
they can have the same orientation. Because of the church’s commitment to building-up the
world of human experience, and therefore fulfilling its symbolic function, it is no longer possi-
ble to think in terms of a ‘flight from the world’, which occurs when believers attempt to avoid
worldly responsibility.72 Such a self-imposed ‘flight’ is as bad as the forcible removal of all reli-
gious elements from social discourse, as in totalitarian communist regimes, or to a lesser extent
through contemporary France’s reactionary ideal of ‘la€ıcite’. Within the church, the ‘watchword
is no longer flight from the world, but flight with the world towards the future, a taking of the
world itself with us in our christian [sic] expectation of the future, which is already transforming
the earth here and now.’73 The Christian hope for the future is the most important impetus for
Christian action in the present.
All of this is only possible, however, because a ‘new image of humanity’ emerged and took
hold within the world at large and within the church, as confirmed by the Pastoral Constitution.
This new anthropology, allows for the change in relations between the ‘church’ and the ‘world’.
Humanity’s world is ‘basically a project for the future. Man’s [sic] aim is to build a new world.
Paradise, the ‘golden age’, is no longer in the past. It lies ahead, in the future . . .’74 This is not a
static openness to the future, but a radical one which God must complete. Hence, ‘eschatology’
and theology in general can no longer merely be concerned with distinctions between nature
and supernature; grace in here, corruption out there. The primary expectation of humanity for a
better future brings the relationship between humanity’s ‘expectation for the future here on earth
and the eschatological kingdom’ into play.75 Schillebeeckx is clear that the major theme of
Gaudium et Spes is the question of what Christian eschatological hope can mean for a modern
humanity that is also trying to realize a better future, and, for this reason, ‘[t]heology has
become eschatology in confrontation with the building of the “city of man [sic]”.’76
Functioning on an incarnational principle, the new questions about anthropology that came
to a head around the time of Vatican II fueled a dramatic reorientation within the church towards
the world at large, as a community of human beings who are longing for a new and more just
reality, and ultimately for final salvation. We can question how this important shift played out
in practice. The fifty years since the closing of the Council have not exactly yielded perfect
results, and in some aspects the attempts to engage with the world have ended in abject failure.
In other avenues, the church never even began this task, retreating into an older anthropology,
shored-up by modern communications technology and a more firmly centralized hierarchy that
seems to have bought into its own press too earnestly. The papacy of John Paul II, for example,
could be seen as a magnificent example of the engagement of the church with the social ills of
the times: his commitment to battling communism allowed for a coordination between people
of faith and people of good will. But this same structural commitment actively discouraged
theological discussion and dissent,77 shielded dictators in South America from scrutiny, and
engendered the secretive policies that allowed the sex-abuse crisis to fester behind closed doors
before exploding into the public eye. These instances remain examples of a continued ‘flight
from the world’ and its demands, and show places where the sacralizing function of the church
was placed over-against the sanctifying and symbolic functions. The ‘smaller and holier’ eccle-
siology of Benedict XVI was very similar, finding its paradigm for what ‘the world’ should be
in an idealized interpretation of medieval structures. There is an image of humanity at work in
this recent history that has been, and remains detrimental if it is not balanced out.
Schillebeeckx, on the other hand, continued to pursue the line of work that went into Schema
XIII and the Pastoral Constitution. He took the impetus for change and ran with it in his theol-
ogy, by noting that although no explicit Christian anthropology is given, it is our duty to find
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one in every age. Hence, his concern with hermeneutics and critical theory was not an attempt
to undermine traditional formulations, or a mere intellectual fascination, but a real attempt to
formulate a workable foundation for human experience in the world that would continue the
evangelical mission of the church in the modern world—an anthropology that is both reflexive
and performative.78 Towards the end of his commentary, Schillebeeckx makes what will
become a rather programmatic statement: ‘The christian [sic] does not flee from the world, but
flees with the world towards the future. He [sic] takes the world with him towards the absolute
future which is God himself for man.’79 If every question about humanity is simultaneously a
question about God, thanks to the Incarnational principle that Schillebeeckx starts with, then a
new image of humanity must also engender a new image of God. It is this ‘new image of God’
that is the subject of much of Schillebeeckx’s theology for the proceeding decades, from God
the Future of Man (1968) to his Church: The Human Story of God (1989).
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